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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
The problem of collecting data for this study has
been difficult.

Negroes in rural areas live and die with-

out leaving any records of any kind about themselves.

The

sources of information have been the various county records,
which in most cases, are kept in such condition that not
very much information could be obtained from them.

A

diary was found that gave some insight into Negro life of
Shelby County.

Personal interviews with people who have

lived in the county proved very valuable ~n understanding
the condition under which the Negro of the county has had
to live.

National and state government agencies gave

valuable information in the form of statistical data, that
could be used in the development of this study.
Looking at the Negro farmer, one is not altogether
encouraged.

Poor, shiftless, living in broken dovm homes,

tilling the barren and unproductive soil, with worthless
stock for which he has paid double price, and carrying a
load of debt which enslaves him to the bank, the farm
owner or the storeke eper , his bondage is not legal but
economic.
The surest test of progress of any race lies not
in the accumulated wealth of the people, nor in the degree
of perfection in political organizations, nor in its educational advanc ement and one is tempted to say not even in
its organized church life.

All of these, are, to be sure,

indices of development; but the surest test of any civili-
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zation lies in the character of its homes.

Any race that

has the ability to build up and keep sacred the institution of the family must be considered progressive.

The

history of the rural Negroes has not been very encouraging
in this regard.
The Negro says that he has not had a permanent,
profitable and happy agricultural life.

He has a problem

of maintaining a standard of living equal to other races,
educating his children and improving his health and sanitary conditions.

He says he needs larger farms, more

diversification, more farm machinery, and an increase farm
income.
Since Shelby Cou..~ty is an agricultural section,
naturally farm prosperity is and exceedingly important link
in the continuous chain that makes for a strong and happy
people.
Purpose
It is the purpose of this study to discover what
has prevented Negro improvement in Shelby County in ag~iculture, in housing, and sanitary conditions and education.
To discover the types of crimes the Negro has committed in
the county and why, and finally to see the possibilities
for writing the history of such people in a historically
barren society.

3

Method and Sources
This study has been developed by the topical method.
The sources of information used in this study are
from the office of the county c1erk, the office of the
county superintendent of schools, and the office of the soil
conservation program in Shelby County.
Other sources include a diary, state and federal
government publications, special histories, and interviews
with people who have lived in Shelby County for a long
period of years.
Scope
This study begins in 1870 when the first Negro farm
was purchased in Shelby County and briefly traces the
development of the Negro in the county through 1945 .
Definition of Terms
For the benefit of the reader the following definitions of terms used in this study are given:
Tenant f armers are those who rent land on halves,
third, and fourth, or pay cash rent.
Part farm owners are those who have come into the
possession of an interest in farm property by some me ans,
usually through the death of property holders.
The value of farm implements and machinery is the
combinaivalue of any kind of machinery that may be used
on the farm.

4

Hypothesis
It is the opinion of this writer that the Negro in
Shelby County has not been given the education, technical
training and agricultural leadership necessary for progressive farming.

Farming as it has been carried on in the

county has ca.used social and economic 1??-securi ty, lack of
interest and ambition and has developed a weak people in
body and spirit.
The Negro in the county has been slow to make the
necessary changes.
before him did them.

He prefers to do things as the people

5

CHAPTER II

SHELBY COUNTY
History of County
Shelby County was a part of the famed neutral grounds
from 1803 to 1819, which was a free harbor for the most
vicious outlaws of all sorts . 1

Du.ring this period Shelby

was a part of Panola and Harrison counties, but they were
separated from Shelby in 1819.
The county was settled by Anglo Americans from 1 8 17
to 1836.

2

John Lathan was the first American settler in

the present Shelby County.

A Spanish grant had been made

to J.M. Sierra in 1792 but if any settlement was made,
records are not available .

Beginning in 1817, large set-

tlements began to be made near the present East Hamilton
community, Buena Vista, Shelbyville and Tenaha.
In 1833 Shelby became a nru.nicipality of Tenaha
with Nashville (now Shelbyville) as the seat of government . 3

These settlements were made before the indepen-

dence of Mexico and the official establishment of the Impresso system under which immigration was foster~d in
other parts of Texas .
In 1835,

illiam Carroll Crawford, a Methodist

preacher settled in the edge of a canebrake on Tenaha Creek .
1

T. C. Richardson, East Texas Its History and Its
Makers, Vol. III. (Lewis Historical Publishing Co . , New
York, NAY., 1935) p. 1235.
Ibid . ; p . 1233 .
3
Ibid . , p . 463 .

6

in January.

4

Rev. Crawford,soon after arriving in the

country, made an appointment to preach at the county seat.
Arriving at the scene of his appointment, he found a dead
man on the ground and a court of seventeen men trying the
killer, the Alcolde , presiding.
county was the prosecutor.

The only lawyer in the

Rev. Crawford insisted that the

accused be represented by counsel.

In the absence of

legal talent, the preacher was drafted and succeeded in
securing a respite of three days before the judgement of
the court was consunnnated--by hanging.
Rev. Crawford later was sent to the rashington Convention in March,1836, and with Sydner O. Pennington signed
1

the Texas Declaration of I~dependence. 6

ije served -as post-

master, clerk of the district court, and county treasurer
from 1836 until he left the county in 1859.
Shelby County received its name in 1836 in honor of
Ozaac Shelby, a gall~t officer in the Continental Army

during the Revolutionary war. 6

Shelby was created a county

in 1837 •.,
The Regulator and Moderator war occurred in the
county in 1841-1844.

After heavy sacrifice _from both sides,

General James Smith restored order in August, 1844. 8
The Negro In Shelby County
There were Negro slaves with most of the settlers. 9
4

p. 581.
sIbid.,
--

Ibid.,
;Ibid.,
Ibid.,
e
Ibid.,
e
Ibid.,

p. 582.

Vol. II, p. 538.
p. 538.
p. 539.

p. 560.
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They, here, as elsewhere, did the heavy work around the
plantation.
crops.

They planted, cultivated, and harvested the

They cleared the land of trees, built fences,

barns, residences, and roads.

They operated the gins of

their masters, their mills, shops, and forges.

In many

instances the slaves burned the brick or carved the stone,
planed the lumber and hand turned finishing materials for
the home of the wealthy whites as well as for the big house
on the plantation.
Shelby was one of the few counties in which the
slave population decreased from 1850 to 1855. 10

The number

of cattle and horses also decreased during this period indicating an exodus of Shelbyites to the newer counties
opening up west of the Trinity River.
Negroes have been connected with all the activities
of the county during the early history. 11

He was in the

Regulator and Moderator war working around the camps of
the opposing groups.

He fought in the Civil war, but not

in large numbers, and helped steal and guard the county

records when the capital of the county was moved from
Shelbyville to Center.
From the county after the war came r&ports that the
Negro worked

11

tolernbly well without a Bureau; their be-

havior is good • • • • Farmers expect to use them for
another year and that Negroes were attached to their
10
Ibid.,
11

p. 561.
~Center Champion, June 6, 1904.

8

present home and would rather go back in slavery than be
colonized elsewhere. 1112

12

T. C. Richardson, Qll.• cit., Vol. III, p. 1236.

9

CHAPTER III
FARMING
Land Owners and Tenant Farmers
The first farm owned by a Negro in Shelby County was

purchased January 1, 1870. 1

This purchase seemed to have

interested others in land ownership.

By 1900 the Negroes

of the county ovmed 155 farms containing 10,968 acres of
land with an estimated value including buildings at $10,000.2

Fifty-five of the farms ovmed were obtained by set-

tling on government land.
From 1881 to 1883, thirty-five farm ovmers left the
county for Kansas. 3

The Kansas exodus also was responsible

for a large number of . tenant farmers leaving the county.
Not one of the Negro farm owners who left for Kansas ever
returned to claim their property.

The property left by the

Negroes was taken over by white settlers of the county.
The desire to go to Kansas is expressed best by this
statement.

I

am

on my way to Kansas and, if I die before

I get there, bury my head toward Kansas and

my

heels toward

Texas. 4
1

Deed Recorder, 1864-1865, Shelby County,' Vol. 14,
Center, 2 p. 337.
Deed Rec9rder, 1885-1890, Shelby County, Vol. 15,
Center, 3 p. 365.
C. A. Montgomery, My Diary, 1880-1890, Center,
p. 10. C. A. Montgomery is a retired school teacher of
Shelby County. He has kept a record of what he considered
important in the development of Negro life in Shelby County. Hi~ work hereafter shall be referred to as My Diary.
My Diary. p. 11.
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Land ownership among Negroes continued to increase
e.nd in 1910 they o,med 160 farms,
of land.

5

containing 11,680 acres

ln 1920 the Negroes of Shelby County owned 180

farms with 13,300 acres of land. 6
In 1930, Negro farm ownership in Shelby County had
increased to 190. 7

They owned 11,885 acres of land; the

value of land and buildings was
vaiue of

estimated at i314 ,774. The

implements and machinery was

estimated at

$19 ,000.
In 1940, Negro farm ownership was still on the
increase.

'1'hey owned 229 farms with 11,170 acres of land,

with an estimated value including buildings at :ii234 ,843. 8
The value of implements and machinery was
f.1.6,676.

estimated at

The number of farm owners increased during this

period , but the value of land and buildings as well as the
value of implements and machinery decreased.

The Negroes

in this period borrowed heavily from government agencies to
buy farms and to pay off farm mortgages; but they were unable to make any improvement on their property, because
money for that purpose was not available from any source.
From 1940 to 1945 land ownership among Negroes
enjoyed its greatest growth in the history of the county. 9

6

Data for Negro Farm Operators for Shelby County
1900-1945, Department of Connnerce (Bureau of The Census)
Washing~on, D. C.
Negroes in the United States, 1920-1932, Department of Connnerce (Bureau of The Census) Washington , D. C.,
p. 673. 7
Ibid.
6
Data for Negro Farm Operators for Shelby County,
1900-19j5, QJ2.. cit., p. 1.
Ibid.

11

The number of home owners increased to 348 with 15,583
acres of land. The value of land and building v,as estimated at '466,685.
Part farm o~mership by Negroes in 1900 was s1x. 1 •
By 1910, the number had increased to ten containing 250
acres of land.
mated at '4,500.

The value of land and buildings was estiThe value of implements and machinery

was approximately k50.
by 1920.

11

Pa.rt farm owners increased to 15

They owned 398 acres of land.

In 1930, there

were 42 part farm owners among Negroes in the county.

They

ovmed 2,002 acres of land, and the land including buildings was valued at 456,000.

The value of implements and

machinery was t3 ,275.
From 1920 to 1940, the part farm ownership among
Negroes in Shelby County increased to 36. 12

They owned

3,156 acres of land, valued, with buildings, at '75,801.

The implements and machinery value on the part owned farms
was $5 ,585.

The increase of Negro part farm o'\V?lers seemed

to have depended on the mortality rates of farm ovmers.
The period of greatest increase in part ownership crune
during the period of high mortality rates.
In 1900, there were 381 Negro tenant farmers in
the county cultivat i ng 11 , 480 acres Of land. la

In 1910,

there were 380 Negro tenant farmers in the county culti-

12

vating 11,350 acres of land.

There was a decrease of one

Negro tenant farmer between 1900 and 1910.
Between 1910 and 1920, tenant farmers increased to
531 cultivating 15,785 acres of land. 14

By 1930, Negro

tenant farmers in Shelby County had grovm to 964, cultivating 33,793 acres of land.

The value of land and build-

ings was estimated at ~58,389.

The value of implements

and machinery on these f arms was 139,220.
In 1940, Negro tenant farmers had decreased to 716
cultivating 26,606 acres of land. 16
buildings was

The value of land and

estimated at $510,790.

The implements and

machinery had a value of '26,252.
Negro farm tenancy continued to decree se to 1945. 16

In 1945, there were 434 Negro tenants in Shelby County
cultivating 19,516 acres of land with an estimated value
including buildings at ~553,855.
Types of Farming
General,livestock,da1ry,and truck crop farming are
the types found over the county. 17

While general farming

has been by far the most common among the Negroes, it is
apparently losing ground to truck and livestock farming.
14
16

Ibid.
Ib1d.
1
t,Ibid.
17
Board of Supervisors, Soil Conservation Program
For Shelby-Panola Districts, No. 414, Center, 1941,
p. 22.

13

General farming as practiced in Shelby County Centers around cotton and corn, both clear-tilled erosion permitting crops. 18

Truck crop farmi ng has been usually

worked in with cotton, and also tends to create an erosion
problem.
The county has had a need for more diversified farming following a sound farm plan. 18

This would include a

combination of general farmi ng and truck crop farming,
growing timber as a crop ,som~ type of livestock production,
and an adequate live-at-home program

In all types of farm-

ing the need for a complete conservation program remains
first for consideration.
Farm Power and Equipment Inadequate
Both farming equipment and power have been limited
on most of the Negro farms of Shelby County. 20
usually found on the average Negro farm are:

Tools
a one horse

turning plow, Georgia stock, middle buster, seed and fertilizer distributor and a spring tooth harrow.
this equipment is too old to be of maximum use.

Much of ·
Animal

power has been most commonly used among Negro farmers of
the county.

As

a rule these animals were old, of poor

quality, and too scarce.

The weight of these animals has

averaged less than 1,000 pounds per head.
The average age of the work stock, about 60 to 70

14
per cent which were mules, is 14 years old, and the estimated value was ~35.00 to '40.00.

The size and quality of

all livestock have tended to be below the average size.

On

the average there has been about two head of work animals
per farm; there are many farms that had one and in some
cases, not any.

Poultry of all kinds has been too scarce.

The quality of the livestock has often suffered
bec ause of grazing on plants having a poisonous effect. 21
Crop residues have often been gra zed down while they need
to be turned under or left through the winter to assist
in controlling erosion.

Fences were usually inadequate and

have been seldom arranged so that rotation and controlled
gra zing could be practiced.
Farm Income Low
Cotton has been and still is the single largest
source of income for Negro farmers in the county. 22
crops of corn, sorghum hegari, etc. rank second.

Feed

The

highest per acre production of the cultivated crops is
truck, which with feed crops has shovm a steady rise in
acreage planted and income.

Cotton has declined in income

and acreage.
Since there is a need for more diversification on
most farms to supplement the declining income from cotton,
the diversified income could be derived from orchards,

15
poultry, milk, butter, and livestock. 23

Also, an inten-

sive educational and demonstration campaign is needed on

the value of timber resources so that the potential increased income from this source may be received.
The Negro farmer seriously affects progressive
farming in the county because he has not been given the
education, technical assistance, and agricultural leadership that the white people have. 24

This condition, to-

gether with the fact that the Negroes are poorer financially and productively, faces the county.

The Negro-owned

farms are small because they have been divided again and
again by heirs.

Badly needed among the Negro farmer is

more supervision and education.
Social Effect of Tenancy
The standard of living among tenants is on the
average, lower than among owners. 25

A person's standard

of living is directly dependent upon his financial condition, and is af~ected by his income what he desires to
consume and the market price of commodities.

Poor living

conditions sap the strength and the ambition and make
people ine

1cient in their work.

On the other hand,

those who are unable to satisfy their desires reasonably
become discontented and do not work as well as they would
under more normal and human conditions.
23
Ibid.
24Ibid.,
26

p. 25.
MyDiary, p. 28.
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It has been very difficult to get tenant farmers
interested in organizations for community improvement. 26
Being uncertain about the length of residence in the community, the farmers hesitate to join any group.

The ten-

ants and their families, therefore, have stood somewhat
aloof from the rest of the people, thus dividing the community into two groups, a group of tenants and a group of
land owners.

This situation has worked against the united

effort necessary for the welfare of all concerned.
The Economic Effect of Tenancy
The economic effect of tenancy in the county is
very well expressed by the following statement:

"I am

a

two-horse farmer whose experience for the last 20 yea~s
shows why we can I t make an American standard of 11 ving. t, • '
e have to go back into history to see what has
created the system under which the small farmer has to
work--the system which keeps him from making a good living
for his family. 28
Our tenant system has caused the land and soil to
be depleted; the production per acre has been lowered so
that there is no chance for diversification.

e have to

stay on a one-crop system to live.
28

Ibid., p. 29.
Jackson, "We Tenant Farmers,n
Agriculture, May, 1948, p. 13.
28
Ibid.
27

r.B.

Southern

17

Even when production is high, our income is low
compared with what we have to buy. 28

Farm income is

always last to rise and first to go down.
In the first place a farmer without any capital
must rent land from some other man for half of what he
produces. 30

That leaves only half the production for a

. farmer's family, which is never sufficient to support a
family of four or five.

His rightful share has to be

divided too many ways.
The system of credit to tenants is such that . the
farmer is forced to plant one single crop in order to pay
back the money borrowed.

After paying that, nothing is

left to provide a decent living for the family.

31

The

tenant farmer has not had a chance to provide the necessities and luxuries he would like to give his family.
Under the tenant system, there is always two prices.
Fertilizer is an example. 38

There is the cash price in the

spring of the year when nobody has the cash, and the fall
price, which has to be paid plus interest.
selling is

Fertilizer

·22.so in the spring, when paid for in the fall,

it is :it,29.00 plus interest.
As long as the farmer's share of what he produces
remains about 30 per cent of each dollar's worth of pro-

18

duction, he will continue to be unable to make an American
standard of living. 33
Credit Agencies
Credit agencies for the farmer from 1870 to 1900
were individuals, 34 usually the landowner or the local merchant.

In 1900, the local banks were added to the lists of

credit agencies.

The interest ran from five to ten per cent.

Sources of credit now available to farmers in the
county are: 35

1. Local banks, 2. Individuals, 3. Fa.rm

Security Administration, 4. National Farm Loan Association,
5. Emergency crop Loan, 6. Production Credit Association.

The extent to which these credit agencies are used is revealed by the fact that between 90 and 95 per cent of the
Negro farmers use one or more of these agencies every year.
About two-thirds use either bank, merchant or individuals,
and about one-third uses the ·government agencies.
Many farmers found that short term notes and high
interest rates have cause them to improperly use their land
in an effort to meet current maturities. 36

Some have be-

come so heavily mortgaged that they have lost interest in
the future use and value of their farms, which have led to
rapid deterioration of land and improvement.

Others have

seriously overcut their farm woodland in order to meet an
33

Ibid.
my Diary, p. 15.
36 Board of Supervisors,
36 Ibid., pp. 26-27.

34~

QJ2.•

cit., p. 26.

19

obligation.

This mining of the soil and forest has made

it harder for many farmers to (1) secure credit as they
have a poorer security to offer and {2) to pay loans as
their property is in a less productive conditions.
Some of the causes of the present indebtedness
are:

37

1. Increase cost of fertilizers.
2 . Purchase of feed .
3 . Increase cost of farm labor.

4 . Lower production per acre.
5 . Low market value of most farm products.

Farm Wages
In 1870, the wages paid to Negro farm workers were
50 cents per day, 38 a gallon of syrup, or a bushel of corn

for men and women .

Children received 25 to 35 cents a day.

For cotton picking the Negro was given from 30 to 50 cents
a hundred up to 1885.

Negro men who worked on the farm

by the month received from ~ . 50 to ~12 . 50 per month.

To

receive 112 . 50 per month the Negro would have to be considered a very efficient worker .

It was not often that a

Negro farm worker received ~12 . 50 for work on the farm .
The Negro farm woman received 50 cents per day for
house work if she was to be used for only one day . 39
steady housework she received from
37
39--

ts .oo

For

to i7 . 50 per

Ibid., p. 27 .
My
Diary, p . 16.
39
Recorded Interview with Lawsian Rober'ts, Shelbyville, Texas, September 5, 1948.

20

month.

Most times the salary was paid in old clothes.
In 1900, farm wages increased slightly; men and

women received 75 cents per day for this work and children
received 50 cents per day. 40

Men who worked by the month

on farms received from $12.00 to $15.00 per month.

Cotton

picking increased from 50 to 60 cents per hundred and women
received from ~7.00 to ~10.00 per month for housework.
1900, sawmills were operating in the county.

By

The Negro

sawmill workers received from 75 cents to ~l.00 per day.
In 1914, farm wages increased and by 1917 as much

as ~5.00 per day was given for farm work. 41

Cotton picking

had increased to as nmch as :jp2.50 per hundred.
for women also increased.

Housework

Farm wages remained high until

1930 and from 1930 to 1940, the Negro farm workers re-

ceived the 1900 wages.

During the depression following

world war one, it was difficult to get Negroes to do farm
work for fear of losing their W. P.A. status. 42

Since

1940, Negroes in the county have enjoyed an increased

amount in farm wages equal to that of the first world war
period.
If the Negro farmer in Shelby County is to establish a permanent, profitable, and happy agricultural life,
it becomes clear that the following needs nmst be met:
A. Physic al Needs
40

My Diary, p. 20.
Ibid.
4
~Board of Supervisors, Loe. cit., p. 27.

41
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1. The land needs to be classified according to its
most productive ability over the longest period of years.
2. Cropland needs to be worked in accordance with
approved conservation practices, and only that land suitable for crops should be cultivated.
3. There is no place for idle land in a progressive
farming program and all land now idle nmst be put to productive use.
4. Timber needs to be established on lands unsuited to more intensive use, and all woodlands need to be handled as a crop, using approved forestry practices.
5. Pasture lands and hay lands need to be established
on almost every farm.
Economic Needs
1. Generally needed are larger farms with more diveisification.
2. More farm income, thereby enabling farmers to
secure more needed equipment and power, encouraging more
Negroes to become farm owners.
3. Sources of credit available at a low rate of
interest to all farmers worthy of a loan.
Social Needs
A better and more abundant living on all Negro farms
should be in sanitary, healthful surroundings, with educational, religious, social, and recreational opportunities
equal to those found anywhere.
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CHAPTER TV
EDUCATION
Building and Equipment
~1he first building in Shelby County .in which Negroes
had school was made of logs with dirt floors, and small
logs were used as seats. 1

The seating condition was

slightly improved in 1875 by using split logs as seats.

In

1892, improvement in both housing and seating was made.

By

this time several sawmills were operating in the country,
and by 1900, most log buildings and split logs as seats had
disappeared, and buildings of rough limber and benches were
used instead.
As early as 1895, two Negro schools in the county
had a few school desks each. 2

They were intended for white

schools, but when the white trustees discovered that the
desks were made in the state of Michigan, they gave them to
two Negro schools, saying that, "We don't want anything the
Yankees make."
Negro schools improve::i.very slowly, but by 1910, the
average value of building and equipment for Negro schools
is estimated _a t '250.00. 6

·

By 1920, the average value of

building and equipment had increased to

350.00.

The white

people seemed to have had but little interest in Negro edu1

Recorded Interview with S. A. Gardner, Shelbyville,
Texas, August 31, 1947. Mr. Gardner attended the first
Negro sghool in the county.
My Diary, p. 17.
6
My Diary, p. 18.
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cation.

The statement was often made to teachers to teach

the Negroes manners, how to act around white people.

About

one third of the Negro schools was held in churches.
In 1930, the average value of buildings and equipment for Negro schools was ~66 . 4 By 1940, the average value
had increased to ~50. 6
remained at

And in 1945, the average value

t7so. 8

All Negro schools in Shelby County in the common
school district were receiving State Aid, in 1945, but only
five had a building and equipment program that would meet

the State requirements.
Certification and Training of Teachers
The first Negro school teachers in Shelby County
received their certificates to teach by taking an oral
examination given by the county judge,

7

Upon successfully

passing the oral quiz the applicant was entitled to a third
grade county certificate valid for one year.

The only

requirement necessary was to be able to read and write and
the ability to answer a few simple questions, i.e., what
river separates Texas from Louisiana?
Written examination for a certificate to teach soon
replaced oral examinations and the applicant had his choice
4

Superintendent 1 s Annual Report to The State Superintendent of Public Instruction, 1929-1930 (Shelby County,)
Center, hereafter refe red·to as the Superintendent's
Annual Report.
6
Superintendent 1 s Annual Report, 1939-1940.
8
Superintendent 1 s Annual Report, 1944-1945.
7
My Diary, p. 18.
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of having his examination grades by the county officials
for a county certificate or have them graded by the State
Department for a state certificate . 8

The average training

of Negro teachers in Shelby County from 1870 to 1900 was
the fif t h grade and all teachers who taught in the county
from 1870 to 1900 taught on a county certificate .
From 1900 to 1910 the average training of the Negro
school teachers of Shelby County was the sixth grade . 8
Two teachers came into the county during this period who
had finished normal college .

All other Negro teachers in

the county were t eaching on a certificate received by·e:x:amination .
In 1910, a few of the Negro teachers of the county
bega n to attend high school and college and by 1920, the
average training was two years high school . 10

In 1913,

the first Negro teacher, C. A. Montgomery, with a degree
taught in the public schools of the county .

The majority

of the teachers at this time was still taking examinations
to obtain a certificate to teach school .

From 1920 to

1930,the training of Negro teachers increased to four years
of high school . 11
In 1930, the county superintendent became interested in
Negro education and began to suggest that the Negro teachers

8

Ibid . , p . 19 .
Ibid .
10
Superintendent's
Annual Report, 1910-1920 .
11
Ibid .
8
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quit taking examination for certificates and go to school . 12
The Negro teacher seemed to pride himself in being what he
called a uSelf-made Man . "

By such expression he meant that

he had been able to successfully pass the examination for a
certificate over a period of years without having had the
trouble of going to school which he considered a lost of
ti me and mondy.

It would be a fair estimation to say that

98 per cent of all persons taking examination received aid,
the applic ant had nothing to do but v;ri te the answers to
questions that someone is not taking the examination worked
out for him.
The extension school began opera ting in the county
in 1936 from Prairie View College .

The extension school

from Prairie View operated in the coun ty for only two
years . 13

In 1938, Texas College extension school replaced

the ex tension school from Prairie View .

The work in the

extension school was of a very poor quality, no 1 b'.,8.ry
facilities, the teacher and students always late and ~ould
seldom stay the required time .
regular .

Attendance was and is ir-

Three-fourths of the teachers of Shelby County

have completed from one-third to two-thirds of their college in the extension schools .
12
My
13

Diary , p . 20 .
Recorded Interview with C. H. Daniels, Center,
Texas, September 1, 1947 . Mr . Daniels is principal of the
c. H. Daniels High School where the extension schools have
been held .
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Cost of Instruction
The cost of instruction per student in Negro schools
in the county has been far less than whites.

However, it

has increased steadily through the years, yet not very
much improvement in Negro education can be seen in the
country.
The cost of instruction per student in Negro schools
was k . 73 and for white students was liPll . 80 for the school
year, 1918-1919 . 1 •

This would indicate that the salary

paid Negro teachers was very small and there was no equipment of value in the Negro schools of the· county.

In 1930,

the cost of instruction per student in Neg~o schools had
increased, .which was j17 . 42 and for whites, it was $42 . 30 .
The cost of instruction continued to increase and by 1945,
it was~. 48 for Negroes and $84 . 48 for whites . 15
Length of School Term and Salary
The average length of the Negro school and the
average annual salary received by the teachers increased
very slowly . 16 . They always remained as usual behind that
of the whites .

The accepted belief that Negroes do not

need as much money as the whites for education has prevailed in the county with reference to Negro school teachers .
14
Superintendent's
15
1

Annual Report, 1918-1919.
Superintendent s Annual Report, 1929-1930 and
1944-19f5.
8
My Diar:r,, p. 13.

27

The average length of the term for Negro schools in
1880 was 60 days with an average annual salary of W0.50. 17
The salary depended upon the type of certificate held and
the number of students enrolled.

The maximum salary was

130 .00 per month regardless of the number of students enrolled.

From 1890 to 1910 the average length of the school

term was five months, and the average annual salary was
f210 .

From 1910 to 1920, the average length of school was

95 days and an annual salary of ~69.95 was received by the
teachers.

18

In 1930, the average number of days the Negro

school was in session was 166 days and the average annual
salary was '485. 18

By . 1945, the annual salary had increased

to il,395, and the annual length of the school term was 166
days. 20
The salary and length of school terms for Negroes
wer•the same as for whites in 1945 in the common school
districts.

In the independent school districts the length

of the school terms was the same in three of the five
independent districts, but in only one was the salary the
same.

In the independent school district the Negroes re-

ceive less consideration than the whites.

Transportation
Transportation of Negro students did not begin in
17
My Diary. p. 22.
18
Superintendent's
Annual
18
Ibid.,
1929-1930.
20

Ibid., 1944-1945.

Report, 1919-1920.
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Shelby County until the school session of 1935-1936.

Tb.is

was probably due to prejudice against Negro education in
the county and to the location of Negro schools.

The ma-

jority of Negro rural schools are located in such places as
to make transportation to and from them impossible.

Ne-

groes nor whites have seemed to be very interested in the
transportation of Negro children.

The Negro apparently

took the position that it would be a waste of time to ask
that transportation be made available for them.

On the

other hand, the white officials were interested only in
money that they might be able to obtain from the Negro
schools on which to aid in the operation of their own
schools.
During the school session of 1936-1937, nine Negro
students were transported to and -f rom school. 21

The number

continued to increase and during the school term of 19381939, one hundred forty-two students were transported to

and from school.
In 1938-1939 the number of Negro students transported to school was decreased to 82. 22

This decrease was due

to the reopening of a school that had previously transferred to another district.

The number of students trans-

ferred continued to increase and by 1945, there were 248
Negro students transferred to and from school. 23

21
Ibid.,
22

1936-1937.
Ibid.,
1938-1939.
23
Ib1d., 1944-1945.
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One Teacher Schools
Shelby County has had more than her share of Negro
one teacher schools.

Apparently the one teacher schools

in the county have done more damage to Negro education than
any thing else in the county.

The number of Negro one

teacher schools in the county have averaged eighteen f'rom
1917 to 1945.
As late as 1935, one teacher was teaching as many as
100 students.

24

He found it impossible to get around to

all classes and was assisted by his largest students.

It

is the opinion of most people in the county that the one
teacher school has done a very poor quality of work and
that they need to be eliminated.

The one teacher schools

were the ones to suffer most from buildings and equipment,
unprepared teachers, and a short school term.
Their quality of work has increased slightly since
1940 in that they don't have over thirty-five students.
'

Bhil4ings and equipments are still inadequate, however,
improving sl"ightly.
. Attendance
School attendance by Negro children was very poor
from 1870 to 1880. 25

The approximate daily attendance is

estimated at 50 per cent.

From 1880 to 1900, the att~n-

dance was approximately 60 per cent.
4

The principal reason

Recorded Interview with alter MoOlelland,
Shelbyville, Texas, August 30, 1947.
25
My Diary, p. 14.
M
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given for poor attendance was that the Negroes were not
interested in the education of their children.

The majori-

ty of Negroes could not see where an education could be of
very little value to their children.

Another reason for

poor attendance is that the majority of 'Negro schools were
located in such places that during bad weather the children
found it impossible, because of branches and creeks, to
reach the school as there was no transportation available
for them.
The first Negro school in Shelby County was attended
by Mrs . Mahala Bush.
the attendance:

She has the following to say about

I attended school in Shelby County from 1875 to
1880. 26

I attended from one to three days a week.

My

mother would keep us out of school every Friday to wash and
usually one other day, so she could work for a white lady.
She would keep me from school to do small jobs which would
ordinarily require an hour or two.

My parents would often

tell me that I did not need to go to school to learn how
to work .

During the late winter months I had to begin to

clean out fence corners, pick up bushs, and early spring
cut sprouts.

Most Negro children attended school regular.

I have lived in various sections of the country as my
father and my husband were tenant farmers, and we would
move to different sections.
26

I have notice that Negro

Recorded Interview with Mahala Bush, Choice,
Texas, August 27, 1947.
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children have never attended school as they should.
In 1920, school attendance by Negro children in
Shelby County had increased to 84 per cent and from 1920
to 1945, the attendance remained between 80 and 90 per cent.
Having lived in the country during this period it seems
that the attendance as reported by the county superintendent
in his annual report is in error.

The Negro teachers of

the county have usually made their reports to the dounty
superintendent to suit their own desires.

Children as

would be expected in rural areas attended school less in
the early fall and late spring.
Buildings and equipment for Negro schools in Shelby
County increased very slowly through the years.

The opinion

prevailed that any type of building and equipment is sufficienty for Negro schools.
The number of days school was in session and the
salary paid to Negro teachers from 1870 to 1940 was less
than that paid to other races.

Since 1940, all Negro

schools in the county have from eight to nine months of
school, and the salary is the same for all races in the
common school district.

In the independent district the

length of school days in number has been the same, but
the salary is different.
The Negro teachers of the county have not been too
enthusiastic about attending school, however, since 1936;
they have improved their educational status by attending
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extension school and summer school.
The Negro children have not attended school as well
as the white children, which was due to lack of interest
on the part of the parents, economic conditions, ·and the
lack of transportation which was not provided for

Negro

children,.
There have been more one teacher schools in Shelby
County among the Negroes than any other kind.

They were

overcrowded which has resulted in very poor teaching.
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CHAPTER V

HEALTH
Housing
From 1870 to 1910 the Negro farm home consisted
usually of one, two, and three rooms, poorly furnished,
poorly kept, and with the barest necessities for living. 1
The size and arrangement of homes are considered
a fair index of their condition.

If, then, we inquire

more carefully into the Negro homes in Shelby County, we
find much that is unsatisfactory. 2

Light and ventilation

were supplied by the single door and by the square hole in
the wall with its wooden shutter.

Within was a fireplace,

black, smoky, and uaually unsteady with age.

A bed or two,

a table, a wooden chest, and a few chairs compose the furniture, while a stray show bill or a newspaper made up the
d~corations for the walls.

While now and then one would

see such a cabin kept scrupulously neat with merry steaming fireplaces and hospitable doors, many were dirty,
dilapidated, and looked like everything else but a home.
By 1920, some improvement was made in Negro farm
owned homes, the advance in the price of cotton and the
increase in wages received by the Negroes during the first
world war period made the improvement possible. 3
1

The homes

My Diary, pp. 35-36.
Recorded Interview with Berta Wade, January 10,
1948, Choice, Texas.
3
My Diary, p. 33.
2
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provided for tenant farmers received but little if any
attention .
Housing and Morals
By far the worst result of overcrowding and poor
housing arises out of the low state of morals they superinduce .

So long as people are huddled together in filthy

houses and unsanitary surroundings, so long will they be
lacking in that pride and self-respect which makes for
morality .

A man who has had a bath is surely more apt to

have clean thoughts than the man who never bathes.

The

man who wear decent clothes in keeping with his decent surroundings has a better cha.nee to be moral than the man who
is filthy and in the midst of filthy surrounding .
No community in modern times can live and be moral
when its people eat and drink, work and sleep, bring forth
children and come to death in one or two room cabins .
The housing conditions have affected very definitely
the morals of the Negroes in Shelby County . 4

Illegitimacy

has run higher among Negroes who have lived in the worst
houses,and sex diseases are more prevalent among them.
After all, the question of Negro health and housing in the
county is a moral question .

His

present mode of life is

such as to render it well nigh impossible for him to be
moral, and his innnorality makes him an inefficient laborer,
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an expensive criminal, a distributor of infectious diseases and a moral plague .
From 1930 to 1940, there was a decrease in value of
Negro homes in Shelby County .

This was due to the depres-

sion in which the Negro had but very little income which
was used by him to survive .
From 1940 to 1945,

improvement in Negro housing

had a tremendous growth and was enjoyed by landowners, 5
as well as some improvement in tenant housing .

The improve-

ment in housing by the farm o,vner apparently was possible
by the increase in farm prices .

Between 1940 and 1945,

seventy-five per cent of the Negro home owners have either
built new homes or have repaired their old ones.
Most Prevalent Diseases and Mortality Rates
There is no datum.available on the most prevalent
diseases nor the mortality rate of Negroes in Shelby County before 1917 .

But because of poor housing sanitary con-

ditions and lack of proper diet that is known to hve existed
in the county, certain diseases such as pneumonia, tubercu-

losis, pellagra, and malaria would naturally be prevalent
and the mortality rate from these diseases would be higher
than from other diseases .
In 1917, the above diseases were the scourges of the
Negro vace . 6

More people died from these diseases than

5 Recorded Interview with the Weaver Brothers,
Center, Texas, November, 22, 1948 .
6 Register of Deaths, 1917-1921, Shelby County, Vol .
1, Center, Texas, pp. 1-65 .
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from all others combined.

More men died from pneumonia

and tuberculosis than women, and more women died from pellagra and malaria than men.
In'l922, Influenza led as the cause of most deaths,
followed by pneumonia, tuberculosis, pellagra, and malaria:
More men died from influenza pneumonia and tuberculosis
than women, and more women died from pellagra and malaria
than men.
In 1935, pneumonia, influenza, heart disease, cancer,
and tuberculosis were the five diseases responsible for the
most deaths among Negroes in the county. 8

Heart disease

and cancer were responsible for more deaths ~ong women
and pneumonia, tuberculosis, and influenza killed more men
than women.
The mortality rate from pneumonia in 1940 led all
other diseases.

Heart disease, influenza, nephritis, and

apoplexy followed close to pneumonia. 8

More women died of

pneumonia, nephritis, and heart disease than men, and more
men died from apoplexy and influenza than women.
The five diseases that caused the most deaths in
1945 among Negroes were heart disease, influenza, nephritis, senility, and cancer.
7

Cancer and heart disease were

Register of Deaths, 1922-1925. Shelby County,
Vol. 3, 8 Center, pp. 1-395.
Register of Deaths, 1933-1936, Shelby County,
Vol. 4, 8 Center pp. 1-395.
Mortality Rates for Negroes in Shelby County, 19401945, State Department of Health, Austin, Texas, p. 1.
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responsible for more deaths among women and senility,
influenza, and nephritis killed more men than women .
Tuberculosis , pneumonia , and influenza have been
the three great killers among.the Negroes in Shelby County .
The causes seem to be environmental in nature and an exceptional degree of susceptibility •

.Among the causes are

economic poverty, unsanitary living conditions, and inadequate hospitalization .
The death rates of the Negroes from pneumonia, tuber culosis, and influenza are in excess to that of the
whites . io

Present Health Status
Health and sanitation in rural areas are inseparably linked with progressive farming .

When living condi-

tions are conducive to good health, human resources are
likely to be conserved , and human energy, both physical and
mentar, can be made available for better management of land,
labor, and capital .
The sanitary condition on Negro farms create one of
the principal health problems of the county .

Health condi-

tions are low with malaria, hookworms, pellagra, and tooth
decay being common .
another problem .

The protection of food and water is

About one per cent of the Negro farms

have running water .
ioDeath Recorder, 1920-1945, Shelby County, Vol . 6,
Center, pp . 1 - 450.
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Diets are seriously deficient in variety.

No organ-

ized rural health services, such as a county nurse, exist
in the county.
rare.

Sanitary methods of sewage disposal are
'

Many Negro homes are unscreened and windowless.
The health needs in Shelby County for both races

include
1 . Establishment of mobile public health services
that will be available to all regardless of race
or financial condition .
2 . Education among farm families regarding proper
diets, safe water supply, sewage disposal, and
food preparation and storage .
3 . Better housing and living conditions .
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CHAPTER VI
CRIMINAL RECORD
Negro Versus Negro Crimes of Violence
There is lacking in the county a tradition of
strict and impartial justice in Negro versus Negro offences.
They are treated with undue leniency.

Such factors as sex,

age, goodness or badness of the Negro offender and the
interest of white persons for or against him enter
the trial.

into

The saying that Negro life is cheap is tragi-

cally real in Shelby County.
From 1870 to 1880, eight murders were committed by
Negroes. 1

One was given a five year prison term; three

were found not guilty and four were given from two to five
year suspended sentences.

The one that received the prison

term was considered an undesirable citizen of the community.
From 1880 to 1890, six murders were committed by
Negroes in the county. 2

Two received light prison terms

and one was hanged for the murder of his wife.

One was

given a suspended sentence, and two were found not guilty.
From 1890 to 1900, five murders and two attempts to
murder were committed in the county. 3
1

In the two attempt-

Criminal Minutes, 1878-1885, District Court,
Shelby County,
Vol. 1, Center, pp. 1-268.
2
Cr1minal Minutes, 1880-1890, District Court,
Shelby 3County, Vol. 2, Center, pp. 1-150.
Supplementary Criminal Minutes, 1881-1905, District Com,t, Shelby County, Vol. 2, Center, pp. 1-265.
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to-murder cases, the defendants were found not guilty.

In

the murder cases two of the defendants received light prison
terms. Two were given suspended sentences and one was
found not guilty.
From 1900 to 1910, five murders and three attempts
to murder were committed by Negroes in the county. 4

Two

defendants charged with murder were given light prison
terms.

Three were given suspended sentences and one was

found not guilty.

In two of the attempt-to-murder cases

the defendants were given suspended sentences and one was
found guilty.
From 1910 to 1920, there were seven murders and one
attempt-to-murder in the county was found among the Negroes.6

Five of the defendants in the murder cases were

given suspended sentences.

One went to the penitentiary

for a short term and one was found not guilty • .
From 1920 to 1930, there were five murders by
Negroes in the county. 6 Two received light prison terms.
One received a life term in the penitentiary for nmrdering
his wife, and the remainder was found not guilty.
From 1930 to 1945, ten murders were committed in
the county by Negroes. 7

Three received short prison

terms, five were given suspended sentences, and two were
found not guilty.
4

Criminal Minutes, 1900-1905, District Court, Shelby County,
Vol. 3, pp. 1-238 • .
6
Supplementary Criminal Minutes, 1909-1920, District
Court, Shelby
County, Vol. 6, Center, pp. 1-237.
8
Criminal Minutes, 1920-1931, District Court,
Shelby r.ounty, Vol. 7, Center, pp. 1-245.
~Criminal Minutes 1 1928-1946, District Court,
Shelby County, Vol. 8, Center, pp. 1-265.
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Negro Offences of Non Violence
The Negro crimes of non violence in Shelby County
have consisted of theft, burglary, larceny, forgery, and
violating liquor laws. 8

With few exceptions in all the

above offences in which the Negro was indicted he received
prison terms, jail sentences or paid fines.

The crimes of

non violence committed by the Negroes in the county received more attention than that of murder cases.
saying among Negroes in the county that kill
and receive

There is a
a "nigger"

a suspended sentence, steal a hog, cow, or a

few chickens, and go to the penitentiary.
Theft, burglary, and violating liquor are the leading non violent crimes among Negroes in the county.

It is

the general opinion in the county among most of the white
population that Negroes will do three things--steal, drink
whiskey, and lie.

The court record reveals that in pro-

portion to the population more whites are indicted for
theft, burglary, and violating liquor laws than Negroes. 8
The average sentence received by Negroes for theft
and burglary from 1870 to 1900 was three year's prison
terms. 1 ° From 1900 to 1920, the average sentence increased
to three and one half years.

From 1920 to 1930, the aver-

age sentences increased to four years.

From 1930 to 1945,

the average sentence remained at four years.
8

Criminal Minutes, 1869-1946, Plea of Guilty, Not
Guilty, and Suspended Sentences, District Court, Shelby
Court, Shelby
County, Vol. 2, pp. 1-495.
8
Ibid.,
pp. 1-450.
10Ibid. , p. 4 50 •
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Negro Versus White Crimes
In all Negro versus white offenses in Shelby County
Negroes are treated with undue severity .

From 1870 to

1945, in all cases in which the Negro has b~en indicted

for an act against a white man , the Negro has received a
heavy sentence, while on the other hand, only one white
man has ever been indicted for an offense against a Negro .
One white man was charged with rape of a fourteen year old
Negro school girl .
tence . 11

He received a five year suspended sen-

Only two lynchings have occurred in the county .

One

Negro was lynched for the murder of a white doctor, and one
was lynched for the murder of a white woman .

12

Negro Petty Crimes
The most prevalent Negro violations. of the law in
Shelby County follows the same pattern as those of other
rural areas .

The following statement by Judges. H.

Sanders describes very well the petty crimes committed by
Negroes in Shelby County . 1 3

I have been on the bench , district judge of
this district for seven years and a practicing
attorney for thirty-five years in Shelby County.
I have examined the court records of the county
to get the true facts in this particular .
11
Ibid . , p .
12My
Diary ,
13 Recorded

360 .

p . 86.

Interview with Judges . H. Sanders,
Center, Texas, January 23 , 1948 .
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.
I a.rn glad to say that the record, so far as
the courts reflects the facts, that violations of
the law by the colored people is rather light. The
most prevalent violations, if this may be called
such, and it is of course, is what we call 11 shooting
dice.," This game is indulged in by almost all of
the colored men of this county. It is most interesting to them and they can ge t more joy out of a
ga.rne with a dollar at stake, than any other race
in any game with a hundred dollars. It is almost
a pity to molest the colored people when they gather
in some secluded place and en~age in this game for
past time. They get so much JOY and pleasure out
of it.
The second offence is theft as burglary.
It is such a pity that a.ny one can bring themselves
to the commission of this particular offence. The
property does not belong to them, but to others,
and I have never been able to understand why it is
that a colored man or a white man can commit this
character of offence. Another still less violated
by the colored people is fighting, which results
sometimes in a cutting or killing of one of the
parties. This is so unfortunate, for these is no
necessity of resorting to a knife or a gun in an
ordinary fight.
The record of the colored race in Shelby
County is, ·I think, most exceptionally good .
If all the counties in the state have the record
we have , as to the colored race violating the laws
of our country, it would be exceptionally good.
The cause of most violations of the law of both
races is idleness.
I am glad that the colored people of our
county have this splendid record, and if they keep
this up, the good record will be so fine.
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CHAPTER VII
SUMMARY

Beginning in 1870 Negro farm ownership on the average enjoyed a slow but steady growth.

The majority of

Negro farms have been too small for diversification to be
effectively practiced, which is the farmer's greatest need.
The farm power and equipment used have been inadequate and
his income on the average is too small to make the necessary farm improvement.

The Negro farmer in the county has

not bad the education and supervision necessary for progressive farming.
The Negro tenant farmer has suffered worst of all
from the one crop system of farming imposed on him.

His

housing has been very bad, his surroundings unsanitary,
and the very low income received has made tenant farming
undesirable.
Aside from the question of social intermingling
the question of Negro education has aroused more prejudice
and created more discussion than any other in connection
with the race problem

There has been little enthusiasm

for Negro education in Shelby County.
equipments have been of the worst type.

Buildingsand
The certifica-

tion and training of teachers have been inadequate to meet
the educational needs of the Negroes in the county.

The

cost of instruction has been far less than that of the
whites.

The Negro teacher has suffered because of low

salary and short school terms.

Negro education, since

1940 in Shelby County has improved, and it is hoped that
improvement will continue.
The Negro of Shelby County must have a newer sense
of personal purity.

He must have a newer sense of the

sacredness of the family relationship, and he must come to
have a newer pride in his home ,

to the end that the house

in which he lives must be improved.

His diet and sanitary

conditions must also be improved, thus eliminating the
prevalence of diseases common to the county and the excessive death rates from them.
Most Negroes in the county are members of the lower
class .

The frustration involved in being a Negro seems

to bear heavy on the Shelby County Negro .

In the county,

Negroes are found who are utterly hopeless and degraded .
They let off the steam of their frustrated desires among
their ovm group, which leads them to commit murder and engage in crimes of non violence for survival .
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